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Didactic Epic

Monica Gale

1. Epic and Didactic. Didactic poetry is poetry which teaches: the name is derived from the Greek verb didaskein (‘teach’), and the genre – or sub-genre – is defined primarily by its subject-matter. This is usually technical or philosophical in nature: the subjects of surviving didactic poems range from agriculture and hunting to astronomy and Epicurean physics. Though, as we shall see, most didactic poems have a more or less explicit moral subtext, the ostensible aim of such works is traditionally the systematic teaching of a skill or a philosophical system, rather than ethical exhortation as such.

With one significant exception (Ovid’s Ars Amatoria and Remedia Amoris, discussed below), didactic poets composed their works in dactylic hexameters, the ‘epic’ metre of Homer, Virgil and their successors. Hence, the Greek and Roman critics – who employed this rather blunt instrument as their main criterion in distinguishing between different genres of poetry – did not in general regard didactic as a separate genre or sub-genre in its own right. This fact may seem rather surprising to the modern reader, for whom subject-matter is perhaps the most obvious factor to be taken into consideration when grouping works of literature into different categories. Yet the idea that narrative or heroic epic and didactic epic belong closely together is not wholly misguided: didactic poetry is intensely concerned from an early date about its own status in relation to that of heroic epic, and employs a number of techniques and stylistic features which might be regarded as characteristic of epic in general.

On the other hand, it is clear that the didactic poets did regard themselves as forming a distinctively different tradition, parallel to and slightly lower in the hierarchy of genres than that established by the Iliad and Odyssey. Both Greek and Roman didactic poets allude frequently to their predecessors, particularly to Hesiod – universally regarded as the founder of the (sub-)genre – in such a way as to suggest a kind of family resemblance or line of succession from poet to poet. We can also point to passages in the poetry of Propertius, Virgil and others which imply that the subject-matter and style of didactic are distinctively different from that of heroic epic. Propertius, for example, foresees a time when he will write on philosophical themes, but rejects martial poetry (3.5.23–48); this opposition between natural science and warfare corresponds precisely to the distinction between the two kinds of poetry under discussion. Virgil, similarly, opens the third book of his Georgics by anticipating the composition of a poem – evidently a kind of prototype of the Aeneid – in honour of Augustus, and contrasts this ambitious enterprise with the more lowly, agricultural subject-matter of the Georgics itself.

It seems legitimate, then, to treat didactic as a sub-genre of epic, distinct from but closely related to the main, Homeric, tradition, discussed in the chapter ‘Narrative Epic’ above. Further similarities and differences which can be identified at the formal level tend to confirm this identification. In addition to their common use of the hexameter, both heroic epic and didactic tend to employ relatively elevated language; in the case of didactic, this often entails an avoidance of prosaic and/or technical terminology, notwithstanding the difficulties that this may create for the poet. On the other hand, didactic poems are usually considerably smaller in scale than their narrative counterparts (Lucretius’ six-book De Rerum Natura is a partial exception to this rule, though – at a total of 7415 lines – it remains significantly shorter than, say, Virgil’s Aeneid (9896 lines)). A further important distinguishing feature is the addressee: whereas epic poems are conventionally addressed to a non-specific general audience, the didactic poets address their technical instruction or philosophical theory to a (usually named) individual. The resulting triangular relationship between the didactic speaker (or praeceptor), the pupil addressed within the work, and the actual or implied reader is exploited in different – often quite subtle and sophisticated – ways by different poets.

Further formal features common to the two branches of the epic tradition are the extended simile and the inclusion of conventional scenes or digressions. The latter become increasingly fixed by tradition over the course of the genre’s development. In heroic epic, such scenes as the arming of the hero, the divine council, or the arrival and entertainment of a guest, can be traced back to the Homeric ‘type-scene’ (a characteristic feature of oral narrative, which becomes fossilized with the transition from oral to written epic); in didactic, on the other hand, such set-pieces tend to evolve, as each poet responds to the work of his predecessors. The oldest and most firmly established amongst such conventional episodes is the Myth of Ages or history of civilisation; the Hesiodic myth of decline and fall from a primitive golden age of peace and plenty to the horrors of the present iron age (Works and Days 106–201) is imitated more or less closely by many subsequent didactic poets (e.g. Aratus Phaen.108-136, Lucretius 5.925–1457; Virgil, Georgics 1.125–59; Ovid, Ars Amatoria 2.467–80; Manilius 1.25–112), and becomes a virtual sine qua non of the genre. Lucretius’ concluding account of the Athenian plague (De Rerum Natura 6.1138–1286) and Virgil’s catalogue of portents following the death of Julius Caesar (Georgics 1.466–88) set further precedents for their successors, while the brief mythological excursuses which punctuate Lucretius’ poem (e.g. the sacrifice of Iphigenia, 1.84–101; Phaethon and the Flood, 5.394–415) are developed by his successors into much more elaborate inset narratives. Such set-piece digressions are an important locus for the creation of meaning, evoking as they do the succession of earlier works to which each didactic poet can be seen in his turn to respond: I will return briefly at the end of this chapter to the issue of intertextuality, poetic succession and poetic rivalry and consider some of the ways in which the handling of recurrent themes varies from poem to poem.

2. Greek Antecedents: Hesiod to Aratus. Hesiod’s Works and Days (c.700 BC) sets the pattern in various ways for all later didactic poetry, Roman as well as Greek. As Martin West ((1978) 3–30; cf. West (1997) 306–32) has eloquently argued, Hesiod is himself indebted to the wisdom literature of the near East (exemplified, for instance, by the biblical Book of Proverbs), and the Works and Days combines advice on the practical aspects of agriculture with a strong moralising and reflective undercurrent. The first part of the poem consists of a series of myths and parables, linked by the common themes of justice, piety, and the hardship of human life; these interconnected ideas recur in the more overtly practical sections of the work. Hesiod’s recipe for success rests on a combination of practical and ethical wisdom: diligence, piety and fair-dealing are as important in ensuring a good harvest as is technical agricultural know-how.

Several fragmentary didactic poems (notably the philosophical works of Parmenides and Empedocles) survive from the two centuries after the probable date of composition of the Works and Days; but, by the later fifth century BC, didactic seems to have been effectively superseded by the development of the prose treatise, the usual vehicle by this date for the dissemination of ideas. Like other archaic forms, however, the genre underwent something of a resurgence in the hands of the scholar-poets of Hellenistic Greece. Unsurprisingly, the ‘neo-didactic’ poems (as we might call them) of the third and second centuries BC are rather different in character from the poetry of Hesiod. The poets of this era – Callimachus and his contemporaries – no longer regarded themselves as educators of their fellow-citizens, but wrote rather for the select few who could appreciate the rarefied elegance of their verse. Such writers evidently relished an artistic challenge, and these attitudes are reflected in the highly technical, even prosaic subjects with which they chose to deal: Aratus’ Phaenomena (mid-third century BC) concerns the stars and constellations, with a kind of appendix on weather-forecasting; while the Theriaca and Alexipharmaca of the slightly later Nicander focus on the still less promising themes of poisonous animals and plants and their antidotes. Hellenistic didactic also differs from that of Hesiod, Parmenides and Empedocles in that the poet no longer adopts the manner of the inspired sage, communicating wisdom imparted by the Muses or the gods; the ‘science’ of Aratus and Nicander is learning acquired in the library, and reworked in verse-form (thus, the Phaenomena seems to have been based directly on the prose-writings of the astronomer Eudoxus). 

Nevertheless, the Hesiodic combination of the technical with the ethical still, arguably, exerts its influence; though Aratus’ poem has often been characterized by scholars as ‘art for art’s sake’, there has been a tendency in recent criticism to detect the influence of early Stoicism on the poem, and to identify a philosophical subtext underlying the account of constellations and weather signs. The relationship between addressee and implied reader is also of some importance here. It has been pointed out (Bing (1993)) that the (anonymous) addressee of the poem is characterized as one who will find the information addressed to him practically useful, for agricultural or navigational purposes; but that, at the same time, Aratus speaks, as it were, over the head of the nominal addressee, to an implied reader for whom the subject-matter of the poem is of interest for other reasons (whether literary or philosophical). The triangular relationship between praeceptor, addressee and reader can already be found in Hesiod (whose nominal addressee, the poet’s good-for-nothing brother Perses, is something of an Aunt Sally: the actual reader is scarcely expected to identify with him, given the very negative way in which he is presented throughout). The highly sophisticated and self-conscious manner in which the relationship is exploited by Aratus is taken up in various ways by his Roman successors.

3. The Development of Latin Didactic. The first didactic poems composed in Latin seem – like many of the earliest works of Latin literature – to have been loose translations or paraphrases of works in Greek. The didactic poets of the Republic thus have a kind of a priori affinity with the Hellenistic ‘metaphrasts’ (‘versifiers’ of prose works, such as Aratus). The founding figure here – as in so many genres of Roman poetry – is Ennius, whose very fragmentary Epicharmus and Hedyphagetica almost certainly fell into this category (the latter appears to have been a translation of a kind of mock-didactic poem on gastronomy, composed by Archestratus of Gela in the mid-fourth century BC). A third work, the Euhemerus, was also based on a Greek source-text, the Hiera Anagraphe or Sacred Scripture (a kind of philosophical ‘novel’) of Euhemerus of Messene (fl. c. 300 BC), though it is not clear from the surviving fragments whether Ennius’ version was in verse or prose. We also have more extensive fragments of Cicero’s translation of the Phaenomena, under the title Aratea. Titles and odd fragments of other poems from this period are also suggestive of translations: the Empedoclea of Sallustius, unfavourably compared to Lucretius’ De Rerum Natura in a letter from Cicero to his brother Quintus (ad Q.F. 2.9.3), is likely to have borne a similar relation to Empedocles’ On Nature to that of Cicero’s own Aratea to the Phaenomena; we have a few fragments of a Theriaca and perhaps an Alexipharmaca, based on the works of Nicander, by Aemilius Macer (d. 16 BC); and the Phaenomena was translated no fewer than three more times, by Varro of Atax (first century BC), by Germanicus Caesar (15 BC–AD 19) and by Avienus (fourth century AD). Two tiny fragments assigned by the fourth-/fifth-century writer Macrobius to the De Rerum Natura of an otherwise unknown Egnatius (perhaps the hapless Spaniard of Catullus 37 and 39?) may also belong in this category, but are too exiguous to allow any certainty.

A decisive step away from the rarefied style of Hellenistic poetry was taken by Lucretius, whose De Rerum Natura (On the Nature of the Universe, c. 55 BC) is not a direct translation, but a work inspired and thoroughly informed by the extensive writings of the philosopher Epicurus (341–270 BC). Lucretius, moreover, adopts a impassioned manner more closely resembling the direct ethical engagement of Hesiod than the detached and playful intellectualism of Aratus. This aspect of the poem is most obviously represented in the proems (or introductions) of the six books, passages of sublime poetry which celebrate the achievements of Epicurus, represented as a quasi-divine saviour of mankind, and warn the reader against the false values and futile fears (especially of the gods and of death) which hinder the attainment of true happiness. Also important from this point of view are the concluding sections of the two central books, 3 and 4, which deal in turn with death and with romantic love: the former is depicted as simply the end of existence, and therefore literally ‘nothing to us’ (3.830); the latter as an intensely disturbing but easily avoidable delusion. Both finales are characterized by their powerful and stinging satire. Lucretius’ treatment of love seems to respond directly to the themes and language of Hellenistic and contemporary Roman love-poetry, de-romanticizing such clichés as Cupid’s arrow or the flames of passion by applying them with rigorous ‘scientific’ accuracy to physiological processes (the ‘wound’ of love, for example, is reinterpreted as the physical effect of arousal caused by the impact of beautiful images on the adolescent mind, which results in an ejection of seed analogous to the blood pouring from a wound, 4.1041–57). The finale to book 3 includes a series of mocking sketches in which the poet mercilessly unmasks the inconsistency and illogicality of sentiments commonly associated with death and the funeral (3.870–930), as well as the justly famous personification of Nature, represented in 931–62 as delivering a scathing harangue against those who are reluctant to accept their own mortality.
Ethical engagement is not confined, however, to these so-called ‘purple passages’. While the bulk of the poem deals overtly with the – often highly technical – minutiae of Epicurean physics, Lucretius arguably has one eye always on the ultimate aim of his project: to dispel the anxieties and false values which make it impossible for us to enjoy true happiness. In Epicurus’ own words, ‘if we had never been troubled by anxieties about natural phenomena or about death…we would have no need to study science’ (Principal Doctrines 11). The ultimate goal of life, according to Epicurean doctrine, is peace of mind rather than knowledge for its own sake: the object of scientific and philosophical study is to assure ourselves that the universe can be explained in purely mechanistic terms, and that we are not – therefore – at the mercy of arbitrary gods, nor do we have to fear that our souls might be in any way afflicted after the death of our bodies. On a more positive note, happiness – which consists in the satisfaction of very simple and limited bodily needs and desires – is easy to attain, so long as we do not delude ourselves into thinking that we need something more (be it fame, political success, wealth and luxuries, or union with an idealized beloved). Lucretius’ scientific subject-matter (the poem deals in turn with the basic constituents of the universe – atoms and empty space; with human and animal biology; and with the origins and workings of the cosmos) is structured in such a way that these key ethical doctrines are never very far below the surface. 

Two themes of the poem which might be regarded as particularly important in this connexion are the cycle of growth and decay and the susceptibility of all natural phenomena to rational, mechanistic explanation. The latter is particularly prominent in the second half of the poem, where Lucretius is concerned above all to exclude the idea that the gods had anything to do with the creation of the world or the rise of civilisation, and to demonstrate that such ‘portentous’ phenomena as earthquakes and plagues are not in fact manifestations of divine anger. The cyclical pattern of atomic combination and dissolution, on the other hand, is evident in the structure of the poem as a whole, which begins, for instance, with the complementary propositions that ‘nothing comes into being out of nothing’ (1.150), and that ‘Nature does not destroy things into nothing’ (1.215–16), and is framed by images of birth – the opening address to the goddess Venus as a kind of personification of natural creativity – and death – the account of the Athenian Plague which concludes book 6. The cycle receives particular emphasis, however, in the first two books, and might be regarded as preparing the reader for the discussion of the mortality of the soul in book 3: there is, Lucretius suggests, a kind of consolation in the thought that ‘one thing never ceases to arise from another, and life is given to no-one as a freehold, but to all on lease’ (3.970–1). A similar thought underlies one of the most appealing passages in the poem, 1.250–64, where the poet memorably portrays new life arising as a result of the ‘death’ of raindrops when they fall to earth.

A further striking feature of Lucretius’ poem which seems significant from the ideological perspective is his use of military imagery. Epicurus is represented in 1.62–79 as a conquering hero, triumphing over the monstrous personification of religion; the atoms are repeatedly described in terms which suggest warriors battling each other or forming alliances and holding assemblies; and Nature – with her ‘laws’ or ‘treaties’ (foedera naturae) – acts as their general (Mayer (1990); Gale (1994) 117–27). Military and political activity on the literal level are correspondingly downgraded as futile and ultimately damaging to society (notably in the proems to books 2 and 3 and the history of civilization at the end of book 5). The ramifications of this strategy are at once literary and ideological: Lucretius implicitly stakes a claim for the superiority of didactic (or at least of this didactic poem) over heroic epic, whose traditional subjects are, in Epicurean terms, negligible; at the same time, Roman values – specifically, the supreme importance traditionally accorded to military achievement – are provocatively overturned. (It is worth noting, in this context, that Lucretius’ dedicatee, Memmius, was probably the Gaius Memmius mentioned in other sources as a prominent figure on the political scene of the 50s BC: the addressee acts, especially in the opening books, as a model for the non-Epicurean reader, a subject ripe for conversion.) Lucretius’ use of personification and other kinds of imagery thus serves not only to enliven and diversify his technical subject-matter, but has a significant contribution to make to the poem’s ethical subtext. At the formal level, too, epic convention is appropriated and subordinated to the poet’s didactic purpose. The extended epic simile, notably, becomes in Lucretius’ hands a heuristic and explanatory device: scientific explanations for natural processes which are not readily subject to empirical observation are derived by a process of analogy from those that are (the action of the wind, for instance, is compared at length to that of a flooding river, both being in fact manifestations of similar processes at the atomic level, 1.271–97). Similarly, the repetitive, formulaic style of Homeric epic is adapted – following the model already established by Empedocles – as a means of impressing important ideas upon the reader’s mind (e.g. 1.670–1 = 1.792–3 = 2.753–4 = 3.519–20; 3.806–18 = 5.351–63).

4. Didactic poetry after Lucretius. Both the style of Lucretius’ poem and the Epicurean world-view expounded in it provide the major stimulus for the didactic poets of the next two generations. Virgil’s Georgics, Ovid’s Ars Amatoria and Remedia Amoris and the Astronomica of Manilius can each be seen to respond in different ways to the challenges presented by the De Rerum Natura. The Georgics (29 BC), a four-book poem on the theme of agriculture, emulates the Hellenistic didactic poets in its pursuit of stylistic elegance and refinement; like Aratus, too, Virgil draws much of his material from a series of readily-identifiable source-texts (including the Phaenomena itself, which provides the model for the catalogue of weather-signs in Geo. 1.351–464). Virgil’s interest in aetiology (i.e. the mythical/historical origins of various customs and practices), apparent throughout the poem, is similarly suggestive of an affiliation with Hellenistic poetry (Schechter (1975)). At the same time, the emphasis laid by Virgil on the value of hard work and piety, as well as his agricultural subject-matter, forge a strong link with Hesiod’s Works and Days; and the whole poem is permeated by verbal echoes of and structural resemblances to the De Rerum Natura (cf. e.g. Gale 2001). The Georgics might be said, thus, to subsume the entire didactic tradition, with all its divergent world-views and ideologies; in consequence, perhaps, of this all-embracing character, it is an exceptionally complex and multi-faceted work, filled with internal tensions and even contradictions, and with striking variations in tone and mood, and has evoked a range of widely-differing reactions from critics and readers in general.

It is sometimes argued that the plants and animals which constitute the overt subject-matter of Virgil’s poem act as metaphors (or even allegories) for relationships between human beings in society. It might, however, be more accurate to say that the farmer’s relationship with his crops and livestock is exemplary of relationships between human beings and the natural world in general. Like Hesiod’s agricultural precepts and Lucretius’ exposition of Epicurean physics, Virgil’s superficially practical advice serves as a vehicle for the exploration of broader concerns. Particularly important from this perspective are the emphasis laid on the need to impose order and control on unruly plant-growth and animal instinct (a theme whose ramifications on the political level become most obvious in book 4, where Virgil deals with the ‘society’ of the bee-hive: Dahlmann (1954), Griffin (1979)); on the relationship between humans and the gods; and on the farmer’s vulnerability to natural disasters such as the violent storm of 1.316–34 or the animal plague of 3.478–566. Connexions between different levels of meaning are suggested by the highly anthropomorphic treatment of animals and plants throughout the poem, and also by Virgil’s exploitation of the didactic speaker-addressee-reader constellation (the poem is directly addressed to the statesman and literary patron Maecenas, but the advice embodied in the majority of second-person verbs and pronouns is notionally directed at a quite separate addressee, the small farmer working his own land; the didactic addressee is thus a much less straightforward model for the reader in general than is Lucretius’ Memmius: Schiesaro (1993), Rutherford (1995)).

The two dominant tendencies in scholarship on the poem over the last half-century are often loosely referred to as the ‘optimist’ and ‘pessimist’ schools of thought. The former reading tends to emphasize such passages as the ‘praise of Italy’ (2.136–76) and the idealized images of rural life in the finale to book 2, interpreting the poem as, essentially, a celebration of the iconic figure of the tough, morally upright countryman (frequently opposed in Roman moral discourse to the decadent city-dweller). On the political level, the control exerted by the farmer over his crops and animals is analogous to Octavian’s restoration of order to Rome after the chaos of the Civil Wars (the ill effects of which are lamented in the finale to book 1). ‘Pessimist’ critics, on the other hand, have given greater weight to such gloomy episodes as the plague at the end of book 3, and drawn attention to the violent treatment to which the farmer is depicted as subjecting the natural world in such passages as 2.23–5, 2.207–11 and 4.106–7. It has been suggested that Virgil seeks in this way to question or protest against the newly-established Augustan autocracy (Boyle (1979)). One way out of this dilemma is to argue that Virgil – unlike Hesiod or Lucretius – does not present a univocal or consistent moral ‘line’, but seeks rather to explore and reflect on the problems of his society without necessarily offering a decisive solution to those problems. In his treatment – particularly – of the relationship between human beings and the gods, and of ‘passions’ such as love and anxiety, Virgil can be seen specifically to question the assurance with which Lucretius represents these problems as easily soluble. Digressing on the destructive power of amor (love/sexual attraction) in 3.209–83, for example, Virgil recalls both the beginning of De Rerum Natura 1 (where animal sexuality is presented as unproblematic) and the end of book 4 (where human love is condemned as a painful but easily-avoided delusion). These two passages are, however, conflated in such a way that sexual attraction itself is shown to arouse violent, destructive instincts, and yet to be both natural and necessary for the creation of new life: Lucretius’ easy assurance that the pitfalls of amor can be bypassed by anyone willing to see sense is thus opened up to searching scrutiny.

Virgil’s poem ends with a lengthy mythological narrative, often described as an epyllion or miniature epic, which combines the stories of the bee-keeper Aristaeus and the singer and lover Orpheus. The significance of the two stories, and of the connexions between them, has been much discussed by critics: though it would be misleading to suggest that any kind of consensus has been reached, most would agree that the meaning of the epyllion hinges on the contrast between the practical, active Aristaeus, who assiduously obeys the instructions of his divine mother Cyrene and succeeds in replacing the swarm of bees he has lost through disease, and the artistic, passionate Orpheus, who loses his beloved Eurydice because he fails to obey the injunction of the goddess Proserpine (Segal (1966), Conte (1986) 130-40). The fact that Orpheus is both a musician and a victim of passion sets up suggestive links with Virgil’s reflections elsewhere in the poem (notably at the end of book 2 and the opening of book 3) on his own calling as a poet: like other writers of didactic, Virgil adopts in the Georgics a highly self-conscious manner, and digresses on several occasions to reflect explicitly on the nature of his didactic enterprise.

A similar concern with didactic authority is apparent in Ovid’s Ars Amatoria and Remedia Amoris (c. AD 2), though Ovid amusingly reverses the traditional assertion that the work is divinely inspired, claiming instead to rely exclusively on personal experience (A.A. 1.25–30). It rapidly becomes apparent that the ‘experience’ in question is that of the poet’s earlier persona as elegiac lover in the Amores: both verbal echoes of the earlier collection and references to stock situations of elegy occur frequently throughout the two poems; and Ovid’s fusion of two distinct genres is further underlined by the anomalous use (noted above) of the elegiac couplet, rather than the traditional hexameter. It is the conflation of two apparently incompatible kinds of poetic discourse that is the source of much of the humour in the Ars and Remedia: love – traditionally regarded by the Romans as a relatively trivial and non-serious subject – is an amusingly incongruous theme when expounded in the elevated and sententious manner proper to the didactic praeceptor. Love-elegy, furthermore, conventionally depicts the lover as frustrated, betrayed and ill-matched with an unworthy mistress: given that elegiac love is almost by definition unhappy and unfulfilled, the praeceptor’s boast that he will ensure his pupil’s success is a highly paradoxical one. Indeed, it might be argued that love (as an irrational passion) is something inherently unteachable; and, while the subject-matter of the Ars consists essentially of techniques for courtship or seduction rather than love and its attendant emotions, a degree of equivocation as to whether the pupil is actually to be regarded as ‘in love’ with the object of his pursuit is apparent throughout, while the reader of the Remedia is more explicitly portrayed as attempting to ‘fall out of love’.

A further source of humour – derived, in this instance, from both the elegiac and the didactic tradition – lies in the mythological excursuses which punctuate the two poems. The exemplary or illustrative myths briefly alluded to by earlier didactic poets (e.g. the myths of Phaethon and the Flood in Lucretius 5.394–415, or of Io and the gadfly in Georgics 3.152–3) provide the main model for such inset narratives, but there are also connexions with the lists of mythological exempla characteristic of elegy. Ovid handles the mythical characters with engaging wit and irreverence, focussing on mundane or incongruous details (Pasiphae’s jealousy of the cows who are her rivals in her perverse love for the bull of Minos; Ulysses drawing maps of the Trojan War in the sand to entertain Calypso), or tracing risqué aetiologies (the Rape of the Sabine Women as the original instance of seduction at the theatre).

It is perhaps simplistic, however, to categorize the Ars Amatoria and Remedia Amoris as parodies (either of didactic or of elegy). Not only does Ovid’s highly sophisticated manipulation of generic convention rely on the combination of the two genres, but it is arguable that his playful manner conceals a serious (or semi-serious) ‘message’ (Solodow (1977), Myerowitz (1985)). It might even be argued that, mutatis mutandis, the two poems conform to the Hesiodic model, combining ‘technical’ subject-matter with an ‘ethical’ subtext. A recurring theme in both poems is the importance of cultus (cultivation), artistry and moderation or self-control. Ovid boasts at the beginning of the Ars that he will be a teacher of love – in the obvious sense that love is the subject-matter of the poem, but also in the metaphorical sense that he will be a schoolmaster set over Love, personified in the character of the notoriously flighty god Cupid. Cupid, that is, will be tamed and disciplined by the praeceptor: what was for Lucretius and Virgil an overwhelming and destructive passion will be treated by Ovid as a sophisticated game, with rules and predictable outcomes. Though this initial claim is to some extent undermined as the poem proceeds, we may be justified in reading this inversion of Lucretian and Virgilian themes as more than just a joke: whereas passion is for Lucretius an encumbrance of which we must strive to divest ourselves, and for Virgil a problem which threatens any attempt to impose order and control on nature or human society, Ovid implies that our emotions can and should be controlled and civilized. The ideal proclaimed by the two poems would, on this reading, be one of sophisticated artistry, in the realm of social behaviour and relations between the sexes as in the realm of poetic composition.

If the Ars Amatoria and Remedia Amoris resist straightforward categorization along generic lines, the same is true a fortiori of the Fasti, an apparently unfinished poem on the religious festivals of the Roman year (six books, one devoted to each month from January to June, were completed). The calendrical form of the work may remind the reader of the concluding section of Hesiod’s Works and Days, a catalogue of days of the month regarded as propitious or unlucky for the undertaking of various activities; more overtly, Ovid looks to Aratus for the astronomical intermezzi which he employs to mark the passage of time (Gee (2000)). The bulk of the poem, however, differs markedly in form and content from the norms of didactic poetry, and can be connected more closely with a specific model, the Aetia of Callimachus (an elegiac poem in four books, now fragmentary, which explained the origins of various rites and customs). Like Callimachus, Ovid once again employs the elegiac metre, and frequently represents himself in the role of pupil rather than teacher (the ‘narrator’ engages in conversation with a succession of deities, who respond to his questions about the origins of their festivals); the tone of both poets, too, is more playful than that conventionally adopted by the didactic praeceptor. But perhaps the most striking formal feature common to the two poems is their discontinuity: one story follows another, with no overt connexion beyond (in Ovid’s case) the contingencies of the calendar. Recent critics, notably Barchiesi (1997b) and Newlands (1995), have argued that this lack of continuity is highly significant: Ovid, in their view, exploits apparently fortuitous juxtapositions and mutually contradictory stories as a means of undermining the very notion of authority which is normally so crucial to the didactic project.

The pattern of engagement with and inversion of Lucretius which we have traced both in Virgil’s Georgics and in Ovid continues with the last major didactic poem to survive from antiquity, the Astronomica of Manilius. Composed probably during the early years of the first century AD, this five-book poem on astrology rivals the De Rerum Natura in scale, and frequently echoes Lucretian (and, to a lesser extent, Virgilian) language and imagery. 

On the face of it, the Astronomica may appear to represent a return to the rarefied style of Hellenistic didactic. Like Aratus and Nicander, Manilius seems to relish the challenge presented by his highly technical subject-matter: books 2 and 3, in particular, display considerable ingenuity in the rendering of arithmetical calculations into verse, though the modern reader may feel some sympathy at this point with A.E. Housman’s scathing dismissal of this ‘facile and frivolous poet, the brightest facet of whose genius was an eminent aptitude for doing sums in verse’ (quoted by Volk (2002) 196). Taken in the context of the work as a whole, however, these abstruse calculations can be seen to carry considerable ideological weight. Manilius’ cosmos (like that of the similarly Stoic-influenced Aratus) is characterized, above all, by its orderly and – so to speak – legible character: it is like a hierarchically-organized society, or a book open to the informed reader (5.734–45, 2.755–71). This latter image – based as it is on a recurring analogy in Lucretius’ poem between the atoms and the letters of the alphabet – is a particularly striking one, which at once establishes a connexion with and at the same time polemically overturns the world-view presented by the earlier poet. Whereas, for Lucretius, the movements of the atoms are essentially random, Manilius regards the universe as the product of rational design. Human intelligence, moreover, is able to ‘conquer’ the secrets of the heavens and even to look into the future, precisely because the stars – which, for Manilius, control our destinies – are informed by the same divine spirit which endows us with rationality (ratio). This notion is embodied above all in Manilius’ frequent self-representation as rising up to or journeying among the stars (Volk (2001)): once again, this image is indebted to Lucretius, who depicts Epicurus in 1.62–79 as ‘conquering’ the heavens. 

Manilius further diversifies his somewhat repetitive subject-matter by means of personification and mythological allusion: the constellations are frequently referred to in terms appropriate either to the human or animal forms they are supposed to represent, or to the associated myths. The apologetic excursus in 4.430–43 (where Manilius disclaims poetic elegance in favour of unadorned Truth) can thus be regarded as highly disingenuous, and even as drawing attention to his artistry in transforming such intractable subject-matter into poetry.

Closer in spirit to the scientific rationalism of Lucretius is the Aetna, a poem of some 650 lines traditionally attributed to (but almost certainly of later date than) Virgil. Two lengthy programmatic passages (29–93, 219–82; cf. 569–603) contrast erroneous mythological aetiologies for the volcanic activity of Mount Etna with the scientific explanation offered by the poet: both the scornful tone in which ‘superstition’ is rejected here and the mechanics of the account itself are reminiscent of Lucretius (who deals with volcanic activity in 6.639–702). The Aetna-poet seems eager to assert the importance of his own subject-matter in contrast to that of earlier writers: the long digression on the pleasures of scientific enquiry and the poet’s task at 219–82 condemns those (Manilius?) who ‘wish to explore and wander through the kingdom of Jove’ rather than investigate what lies at their feet, and the greed of farmers who strive to derive maximum profit from their land (recalling the advice of Virgil? Compare especially 266–70 with Georgics 1.50–6 and 2.109–13). The condemnation of greed in this passage is picked up in the concluding ‘myth’ (604–46), a story of two brothers who dutifully rescued their parents from an eruption (while others rushed to save their worldly goods). Like his predecessors, then, the Aetna-poet seeks to combine his technical subject-matter with a moral subtext, though the two levels seem less successfully meshed here than is the case in the other poems discussed.

A more subtle combination of practical and ethical elements is achieved by Grattius, a contemporary of Ovid, whose Cynegetica (‘Hunting with Dogs’) perhaps takes its impetus from the very brief observations on the rearing of dogs in Georgics 3.404–13, together with Lucretius’ parenthetical comments on the development of hunting by early man (5.1250–1). The Cynegetica, like the Aetna, is relatively short in compass (the text as we have it, however, is apparently incomplete), and centres on the breeding and care of hunting dogs, with briefer discussions of horses and the equipment required by the hunter. Grattius is particularly concerned with aetiology, emphasizing the role of Diana and her heroic pupil Dercylos; his insistence on the divine origin of the art may suggest self-conscious rejection of Lucretian rationalism (cf. also the ecphrasis of Vulcan’s grotto in 430–66). A further striking feature of the poem is its repeated application of military imagery to the hunt (especially in 13–15, 152–8, 334–5 and 344–6; but the hunter’s equipment is referred to as arma or ‘weaponry’ and the hunter’s prey as hostis, ‘the enemy’, throughout). In combination with the digression on the evils of luxury in 310–25, which culminates in praise of the farmer-soldiers Camillus and Serranus (both exemplary heroes of the Republic, frequently celebrated for their austere and simple life-style), this recurrent system of metaphors suggests that Grattius views hunting as a morally improving pursuit, specifically because – like military service – it toughens the body and promotes disciplined self-control.

In addition to the works already discussed, a number of fragmentary poems have survived; these include the remains of a poem by Ovid on women’s cosmetics (Medicamina Faciei Femineae), and another on fishing (Halieutica) attributed to the same author. More difficult to classify in generic terms are Horace’s Ars Poetica or Epistle to the Pisones, and the tenth book of Columella’s De Re Rustica. Both share many features with the didactic poems considered, but (like Ovid’s Fasti) are in other ways anomalous. Columella’s excursion into verse forms part of a much longer agricultural treatise: the remaining eleven books are all in prose. Horace’s poem takes the form of a verse-essay concerned (self-reflexively) with poetic composition itself, especially the writing of drama: like Aratus and his successors, Horace seems to have drawn extensively on a prose model or models (his main source being probably the third-century literary theorist Neoptolemus of Parium). On the other hand, the informal and somewhat rambling style of the Ars Poetica seems to align it more closely with the Satires and Epistles (particularly the ‘literary’ Epistles of Book 2) than with the clearly-articulated structures characteristic of Lucretius and his successors.

5. Intertextuality and recurrent themes of didactic poetry. The preceding discussion has touched at several points on the issues of intertextuality and poetic succession. We have seen that didactic is a highly self-conscious genre (Volk (2002) 6–24), with a marked tendency to include passages of more or less explicit reflection on the poem’s relationship with its predecessors and with other genres (notably narrative/heroic epic). The inclusion of set-piece digressions or conventional scenes plays an important role here, as noted above: such scenes not only offer the poets an opportunity for literary one-upmanship, but can also be exploited as a means of orientating the poet’s world-view and the ideological significance of his subject-matter with respect to those of his predecessors. From Lucretius onwards, for example, the detailed description of plagues and diseases becomes de rigueur: but whereas Lucretius’ finale (whatever other functions it may have) is clearly designed to demonstrate the randomness and non-purposive nature of such natural disasters, successive accounts often reverse this emphasis while echoing Lucretian language and phrasing. The causation of the animal plague at the end of Georgics 3 is typically ambiguous: Virgil leaves it unclear whether this is to be seen as a divine punishment or a random event. Manilius conflates echoes of both passages with allusion to the catalogue of portents at the end of Georgics 1 (and the prophecy of Jupiter in the first book of the Aeneid); but makes it explicit that these portents are sent by a merciful god, as warnings of impending disaster (1.874–5). Grattius, finally, includes a lengthy discussion of canine diseases and their remedies (366–496), culminating in the strikingly un-Lucretian excursus on the healing powers of Vulcan’s grotto, mentioned above. All these passages gain in meaning if read as successive members of a series: each author can be seen to respond to (or, in many cases, react against) the work of his predecessors. Other recurrent themes such as the origins of civilisation, the relationship between the poet’s chosen subject-matter and the military themes of epic, or theodicy and the relationship between gods and mortals could be analysed in a similar light.


Guide to Further Reading

For a comprehensive survey of both Greek and Roman didactic poetry, see Toohey (1996); Effe (1977) attempts to establish a typology based on differing relationships between form and content. Both are somewhat over-schematic in their methods, but remain useful if treated with due caution. The generic status of didactic poetry is discussed by Conte (1994a) 119–20, Gale (1994) 99–104, Dalzell (1996) 8–34 (whose introductory chapter is followed by studies of Lucretius, the Georgics and the Ars Amatoria and Remedia Amoris) and Volk (2002) 25–68; for a more theoretical treatment, see Riffaterre (1972). On the didactic speaker and addressee, see especially Schiesaro, Mitsis and Clay (1993), which includes essays on Aratus, Lucretius, Virgil, Ovid and Manilius; see also Conte (1994) and Sharrock (1994) 5–17. This and other characteristics of the genre are also examined by Cox (1969), Pöhlmann (1973) and Volk (2002). 

On intertextual relationships between didactic poets, see especially Gale (1994) 161–74 (Lucretius and Hesiod); Hardie (1986) 158–66 (Virgil and Lucretius), Farrell (1991) and Gale (2000) (Georgics, Hesiod, Aratus and Lucretius); Leach (1964) and Shulmann (1981) (Ovid and Virgil/Lucretius); Volk (2001) (Manilius and Lucretius).

Several of the points touched on above in relation to Lucretius are developed in greater detail in Gale (2001). On the cycle of growth and decay, see also Minadeo (1965) and Liebeschuetz (1968). On Lucretius’ use of imagery, see especially West’s lively study (1969), and – in Italian – Schiesaro (1990).

The ‘optimist’ and ‘pessimist’ readings of Virgil’s Georgics are perhaps best represented by Otis (1964) and Ross (1987) respectively. Putnam (1979), Miles (1980) and Perkell (1989) come down somewhere between the two; see also the introduction to Thomas (1988). For a history of the debate, see now Thomas (2001). An excellent introduction to this and other aspects of the poem is provided by Hardie (1998) 28–52 (with further bibliography).

On Ovid’s Ars Amatoria and Remedia Amoris, see especially the monographs by Myerowitz and Sharrock cited above; also helpful are Mack (1988) 83–98 and Holzberg (2002) 92–113. Manilius’ Astronomica has been little studied by scholars writing in English; in addition to the relevant chapters in Toohey (1996) and (especially) Volk (2002), there is a useful introduction in the Loeb edition by G. Goold (1977).
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